Bariatric surgery: a history of empiricism, a future in science.
The observation that obesity can be successfully treated by gastrointestinal surgery is a tribute to the innovative efforts by determined surgeons and the ever improving safety of general anesthesia. Yet as the body of knowledge and discovery on the root causes of human obesity accumulate, surgical approaches to treat morbid obesity are likely to change dramatically. While there is little doubt that dramatic weight loss can be achieved by surgically creating volume and absorption limitation to the reservoir and digestive functions of the gastrointestinal tract, human progress to more processed foods, less physical activity, and the pervasive public opinion that obesity is self-imposed are major obstacles to more widespread application of this approach. Here we provide a mechanico-physiologic analysis of current operations, their rationale and limitations, as well as a glimpse of how future interventions might develop as a result of current knowledge in the field. The future of bariatric surgery is discussed in the context of these emerging technologies and in the context of the politics of obesity.